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ting compliment to the wise, generous, and brilliant man who has done so much to
establish the study of emotion in antiquity and encourage younger scholars.
NECJ 43.4						 Rachel Sternberg
					
Case Western Reserve University

David H. J. Larmour,
The Arena of Satire: Juvenal’s Search for Rome.
Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2016. Pp. 368. Cloth
(ISBN 978-0-8061-5156-4) $34.95.
Full disclosure: David Larmour once encouraged me to expand a conference paper
and submit it to AJP, then invited me to submit an abstract to a CAMWS panel he
was proposing the following year.
It is a good time to study Juvenal. Hot on the heels of Catherine Keane and James
Uden’s 2015 monographs (Juvenal and the Satiric Emotions [Oxford] and The Invisible Satirist: Juvenal and Second-Century Rome [Oxford], respectively) comes David
Larmour’s stimulating book, which leads the reader on a dark tour of the Juvenalian
corpus as it repeatedly exposes and explores “the permanently fractured subjectivity
of the civis Romanus” (5). This “destabilization” of Romanitas, coupled with Juvenal’s emphasis on the grotesqueness and permeability of the human body and his
intentionally overwhelming “rhetoric of exemplarity,” compels the reader to reflect
upon the necessity of excluding an Other in order to define any identity (9, 13). Like
Keane and Uden, Larmour situates Juvenal within his imperial context, not simply
his generic context. Thus, references to Cicero, Martial, Pliny the Younger, Seneca,
and Juvenal’s satiric predecessors are most frequent, but Calpurnius Siculus, Ovid,
Petronius, Statius, and Tacitus are brought into the mix as well. Indeed, Larmour’s
references are often positively Juvenalian in their number and variety.
Chapter 1, “Satires from the Edge,” offers a persuasive close reading of the opening
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lines of Juvenal’s first Satire. Here Larmour illustrates Juvenal’s foregrounding of the
themes that imbue his entire corpus: confusion of categories and hierarchies (especially the violation of gender roles), punishment, travel and quests, lack of closure,
and noise. Juvenal’s satirist is no longer merely an auditor, but ultor (Hor. Ep. 1.19)
and editor (via edam at 1.21, 14.316-7; cf. 3.36) of his own games, since he punishes
his victims and displays their violent dismemberment for the entertainment of his
audience. To Larmour, spectacle is both the subject matter and purpose of Juvenal’s
satire, an idea he expands upon in chapter 3.
The second chapter, “Beyond the Pale,” focuses on Juvenal’s use of space within
Rome and across the Empire to display anxieties about slippage in gender roles,
especially through repeated imagery of permeable borders, walls, and doorways in
Satires 2, 6, and 9. Larmour sees two types of movement within the satires, centrifugal and centripetal, and attempts to map this binary onto the two genders, so
centrifugal motion (out of the house toward the borders of Roman space, or back
in time toward Rome’s glorious past) is portrayed as masculine while centripetal
motion is represented by the flow of “feminizing” Greeks, Egyptians, and luxury
items toward Rome itself (108). Larmour deploys these axes more successfully in his
discussion of plague, in that contagion and vice enter Rome or the body from the
outside, then spread from the point of contact outwards to infect the remainder of
the whole. Juvenal’s second satire, through the phrase frontis nulla fides (Sat. 2.8), also
introduces the gap between signifier and signified that Larmour sees as a hallmark
of Juvenalian discourse. Larmour closes the chapter with a metapoetic turn, declaring that the satirist’s “repetitive and incremental style, a ‘plague of satire’ in other
words,” is necessary to portray the diseased city and thereby compel the reader to
recognize the moral disaster that has befallen it (161). In the process, however, this
same plague of satire is also responsible for destroying the genre itself (161).
Larmour’s third chapter, “The Arena of Satire,” reviews the gladiator and the
arena as subject matter and metaphor in Roman philosophy, history, poetry, and the
novel, drawing on recent studies of the arena and its function in Roman imperial
ideology to argue that the arena space and the gladiator himself can function as,
respectively, a potential map and embodiment of Romanitas (167, 171). Juvenal moves
beyond the arena as a source of inspiration, however, so his poetry is also thematically connected to the Colosseum though its emphasis on enclosure and boundaries, on
the process of eating and excreting, and on the spectacle of the punished body (198).
Expanding upon ideas presented in his first chapter, Larmour argues for the satirist
as both the editor presenting the show by choosing the targets and the gladiator or
venator attacking those targets (199). A short section on the unknowable nature
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of the Juvenalian satirist and the poems’ lack of a central persona concludes with
Larmour’s fascinating but ultimately unprovable proposal that an ancestor of Juvenal’s violent satirical voice can be found in Phersu, a masked figure in an Etruscan
funerary relief and the probable source of the Latin term persona, whom he views a
“masked organizer of tortures” (210).
Focusing on the fourth and fifth books of Juvenal’s Satires, Chapter 4, “Melting
Down the House,” demonstrates how even material goods fail to provide an anchor
of stability in Juvenal’s world, be they luxury items, furniture, or statues of ancestors
and famous Romans (250). These later books continue Juvenal’s exploration of Roman avarice and violence, and also present the view that philosophy and religion are
of no help at all: “the good, ‘philosophical’ advice is always already undermined by
its surroundings at the moment it is dispensed” (233, 259). Furthermore, Larmour argues, there can never be any meaningful moral antithesis to Juvenal’s Rome because
any such alternative “is predicated upon the world of the satires and has no independent existence. It is itself just a part of the discourse” (259). A close reading of Satire
15 then leads Larmour to two metapoetic conclusions: that the genre of satire is itself
cannibalistic (289—an intriguing contrast to Maria Plaza, The Function of Humour
in Roman Verse Satire [Oxford, 2006] 340-1, in which satire is the cannibals’ victim)
and that Juvenal is rejecting the Horatian model of the philosopher-satirist in favor
of the Lucilian warrior-satirist (291).
In “The Plague of Satire,” Larmour concludes by tracing similar themes of
violence, abjection, and the disintegration of signifying systems in some of Juvenal’s
modern satirical descendants: Evelyn Waugh, Martin McDonagh, and Viktor Pelevin, with Jonathan Swift introduced as the vital link between ancient and modern
(305). Larmour exhorts the reader to accept that Juvenal’s texts lack both closure and
coherence and thus should be understood as utterly transgressive (297). Nor should
Juvenal’s destabilization of every aspect of Roman identity be understood as corrective; it is instead deeply philosophical, spurring the discomfited reader beyond banal
platitudes toward serious deliberation and critical self-analysis (320).
Engagingly written and offering many perceptive readings of Juvenal’s excessive oeuvre (even if some of them fail to convince), The Arena of Satire repays close
attention. Typographical and other errors are few and minor.
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